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How Vulnerable is Massachusetts Transportation to
Federal Spending Cuts?
By Phineas Baxandall, Senior Policy Analyst
A high-quality transportation system is important for our quality of life and the strength of our
economy. 1 Our state and federal governments work together to fund the construction and
maintenance of our roads, bridges, rails, and public transit systems. In the coming months
Congress is expected to debate proposals that could destabilize this partnership. This fact sheet
examines the extent to which the Massachusetts Department of Transportation (MassDOT) and
transit agencies across the state rely on federal sources of revenue for their operations and
capital investment. It describes the federal grants that are most vulnerable to near-term budget
cuts and how larger sums of federal transportation funding could face cuts after 2020.
In general, most federal transportation funding to Massachusetts is more vulnerable to budget
cuts in the longer term than the short term. Most immediately, federal cuts could eliminate or
curtail some programs that have awarded grants to Massachusetts in the past for transportation
improvements and expansions, especially for public transit and rail. Over the longer term, a
lack of sustainable revenue for the federal transportation trust fund imperils the larger federal
support provided for Massachusetts investment in highways, transit and other construction and
repair projects.

MassDOT: Modest Operating Support, Major Reliance on Capital Funds
The Massachusetts Department of Transportation (MassDOT) oversees 9,578 miles of roads,
over 5,000 bridges, 358 miles of rail track, as well as public transit, aeronautics, and
transportation licensing and registration across the Commonwealth. 2 Like other states’
transportation departments, MassDOT maintains a separate “operating budget“ for operating
expenses and a larger “capital budget” for capital expenses, such as reconstructing a highway
off ramp or new train signals. 3 Both budgets receive federal support, but far more on the capital
side.

MassDOT Operations
MassDOT’s operating budget received $82.5 million in federal transportation support in Fiscal
Year (FY) 2016, the most recent year for which an audited financial statement is currently
available. 4 These funds comprised 7 percent of the department’s total operating budget
revenues. Most of this federal operating revenue ($47.2 million) is federal grants, with the
remainder comprised of federal reimbursements for MassDOT payroll costs from federallyfunded capital projects. 5
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MassDOT State and Federal Revenue for Operations FY 2016
(Total = $1.183 Billion)
Federal grants
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State funds
93%

Other federal sources
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Source: MassDOT, Revenue and Expense Report, “Operating Revenue and Expense,” Budget Fiscal Year 20016.

Not all federal grants received by MassDOT appear in the state budget. Some recipients are
local, regional, or quasi-public entities. Other grants are received by the Massachusetts
Transportation Trust Fund, which is controlled by MassDOT but separate from the
Commonwealth’s budget. 6 For FY 2018, Governor Baker’s budget proposal anticipates $14.8
million in federal transportation grants, the largest of which is $6.4 million to address special
transportation needs for elderly and individuals with disabilities. 7 Looking back at the last
twenty years of state budgets proposals in Massachusetts, the peak year for anticipated federal
transportation grant funding in the budget was $112.3 million in FY 2013. 8

MassDOT Capital Investment
Federal support for transportation in Massachusetts is especially important in the
Commonwealth’s investment in capital projects. Like other states, Massachusetts has a process
to prioritize and designate funds for the most needed durable transportation investments as
part of a capital plan. The Department of Transportation’s Capital Plan for Fiscal Year 2017 is
$2.016 billion dollars, almost twice the size of its projected operating budget. 9 According to
MassDOT, $669.6 million of capital budget revenues are from federal sources, approximately
one-third of the revenues that support the capital budget.

MassDOT Revenue Sources for
Capital Plan, FY 2017

MassDOT 5-Year Capital Plan
Revenue Sources, FY 2017-2021

Federal
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State
67%

Federal
43%
State
57%

Source: MassDOT and MBTA, 2017-2021 CIP, Governor’s Five Year Capital Investment Plan, Dept. of Transportation
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Some components of MassDOT’s Capital Plan are funded mostly with federal revenues, while
others are funded fully through state sources. Some of the largest federal funding components
of the FY 2017 Capital Plan are:
•
•
•
•

$152.0 million to repair, rehabilitate and maintain bridges 10
$92.0 million for reconstruction of roadways, largely municipally owned facilities 11
$84.9 million for the MBTA’s Green Line Extension 12
$65.2 million to improve pavement on Interstate highways 13

Looking ahead at MassDOT’s five-year Capital Investment Plan from FY 2017 through FY 2021,
the Commonwealth relies even more heavily on federal funding. As of June 2016, MassDOT’s
five-year capital investment plan anticipated $4.195 billion in federal support. 14 The vast
majority of these funds are anticipated from the Federal Highway Administration, with smaller
grants anticipated from the Federal Transit Administration and Federal Aviation
Administration.

Transit Agencies: Strong Reliance on Federal Capital Support and Other
Programs
Federal transportation support to the Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority (MBTA) is
overwhelmingly for investment in capital programs. As a transit provider in a large-population
urban area, the MBTA is not permitted to use most federal transit grants for operations. The
MassDOT figures cited above do not include the MBTA’s separate Capital Investment Plan
during this period. 15 These future plans strongly rely on the Federal Transit Administration.
Anticipated federal sources total $3.614 billion from FY 2017 through FY 2021 -- more than half
the $6.811 billion in capital investment planned for the period. 16

MBTA Revenue Sources for Five-Year Capital Plan

State
47%

Federal
53%

Source: MassDOT and MBTA, 2017-2021 Capital Investment Plan

The Federal Transit Administration (FTA) provides funding to other agencies besides the MBTA.
Most of this funding is restricted for capital investments, although there are exceptions, such as for
certain kinds of preventative maintenance and for compliance with the Americans with Disabilities
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Act. The FTA annually pays grants to Regional Transit Authorities as well as the Department of
Public Utilities as part of a rail safety program. Several of the small grants MassDOT lists in its
operations budget are also funded by the FTA. In total, FTA apportionments to entities within
Massachusetts were $511.5 million in federal Fiscal Year 2016. 17

Most Transportation Funding is More Vulnerable in the Long Term than
Short Term
In the short term, federal support for transportation is less vulnerable than many other budget
areas. The budget authority for most federal transportation funding was created under a multiyear transportation law and is considered user fees dedicated for transportation. The budget
authority for federal transportation funding to states is considered “mandatory” 18 and the
Highway Trust Fund allocates most federal transportation funds by formula. 19 The most recent
multi-year transportation act authorizing these funds and prescribing how they will be
allocated expires in 2020. 20 Spending from the Highway Trust Fund is also exempt from
“sequestration” spending limits in the federal Budget Control Act which began in 2013. 21
Over the longer term, the funding of federal transportation has been strained by Congressional
reluctance to increase the federal gas tax rate or raise other new transportation revenues.
Congressional Budget Office analysis found that federal infrastructure investment declined
from a peak of 1.03 percent of Gross Domestic Product in 1980 to 0.55 percent in 2014, the most
recent year of the study. 22 Congress has not increased the main source of federal transportation
revenue, the 18.4 cent-per-gallon gas tax, since 1993. The value of this tax continues to erode
each year, already losing over 40 percent of its value from inflation. Gas tax revenues have been
further diminished by automobile fuel-efficiency improvements and a long-term slowdown in
the growth of driving miles. Congress has averted cuts to big federal transportation programs
only through a series of temporary and one-time infusions since 2008, mostly from the federal
General Fund. 23 The current five-year federal transportation act, which authorizes $305 billion
in federal spending, 24 relies on $70 billion of General Funds to make up for shortfalls in the gas
tax. These revenues are not transportation user fees and are more vulnerable to federal cuts. 25
In the meantime, the federal funding most vulnerable to cuts will be “discretionary” grant
programs, which are subject to annual Congressional approval. President Trump proposed to
cut these appropriations from $18.6 billion to $16.2 billion, a 12.7 percent decline in his budget
outline. 26 The proposes cuts to Amtrak and to cut the Transportation Investment Generating
Economic Recovery (TIGER) program, which has made $154.4 million in awards to
Massachusetts since 2009. 27 The President’s proposes also to approve no new grants for the
Capital Investment Grants programs for expanding and improving public transit capacity. 28
Massachusetts has received grants from these competitive programs in the past and the lack of
this funding source would make it more difficult to launch large new transit expansion and
improvement projects in the future.

MASSACHUSETTS BUDGET AND POLICY CENTER • WWW.MASSBUDGET.ORG

4

MassBudget would like to thank the following reviewers for their assistance with data interpretation or feedback on
earlier drafts of this fact sheet: Matthew Bamonte, Capital Budget Director, Massachusetts Department of
Transportation; Noah S. Berger, former Director of Planning and Program Development, Federal Transit
Administration – Region 1; Eric Bourassa, Transportation Division Director, Massachusetts Area Planning
Council; Alexandra Kleyman, Transportation Improvement Manager, Boston Metropolitan Planning Organization;
Richard Kogan, Senior Fellow, Center on Budget and Policy Priorities; Beth Osborne, Director of Technical
Assistance at Transportation for America; and Tom Ryan, Director of Public Policy and Governmental Affairs, A
Better City.
Endnotes/References
See MassBudget, “Building a Strong Economy: The Roles of Education, Transportation, and Tax Policy”
(January 2016), and “Fixing our Transportation System” (March 2016).
2 Massachusetts Department of Transportation, Annual Performance Report, Fiscal Year 2016, pp. 9, 47.
3 There can be exceptions for the categorization of some activities such as preventative maintenance,
personnel who work continually on capital finances, and construction to comply with the Americans with
Disabilities Act.
4 Massachusetts Department of Transportation, Legislative Report on Revenue and Expense, Budgeted
Fiscal Year 2016, “Operating Revenue and Expense,” p. 4.
5 MassDOT, Legislative Report on Revenue and Expense, Budgeted Fiscal Year 2016, p. 4. In addition,
MassDOT’s operating budget includes a $48,633 reimbursement from the Federal Highway
Administration for a pilot study with the University of Massachusetts related to Climate Change.
6 The separate trust fund satisfies requirements for receiving federal grants, aids in issuing transportation
bonds, and helps maintain separate accounts for toll revenues.
https://malegislature.gov/Laws/GeneralLaws/PartI/TitleII/Chapter6C/Section4
7 See Fiscal Year 2018, The Governor’s Department of Transportation proposal.
8 See Governors’ budget proposals, FY1998 to FY 2018. The comparison for years prior to the full
consolidation of MassDOT includes equivalent transportation items assigned to other departments. The
FY 2013 budget proposed by the Governor anticipated $54.6 million for the Amtrak Vermonteer line
improvement and $24.4 million for South Station expansion.
9 Capital Plan figure based on the Governor’s Five-Year Investment Plan, Department of Transportation
FY 2017 (Department of Administration and Administration). According to MassDOT’s budget recast in
January, 2017, operating budget revenues estimated for FY 2017 stood at $1.134 billion. See MassDOT and
FMCB Joint Board, Finance and Audit Subcommittee, FY17 Budget Recast, January 23, 2017, slide 6.
10 See http://www.mass.gov/bb/cap/fy2017/rec/proj/heotctransportationdott0702.htm
11 See http://www.mass.gov/bb/cap/fy2017/rec/proj/heotctransportationdott0552.htm
12 See http://www.mass.gov/bb/cap/fy2017/rec/proj/heotctransportationdott0252.htm
13 See http://www.mass.gov/bb/cap/fy2017/rec/proj/heotctransportationdott0682.htm
14 2017-2021 Capital Investment Plan for Public Review (June 20, 2016), p. 23. Correspondence with
MassDOT clarified that $279 million in federal funds are anticipated for the Accelerated Bridge Program.
15 MassDOT, 2017-2021 Capital Investment Plan for Public Review (June 20, 2016), slide 24.
16 This federal-source total includes $388 million in federal low-interest TIFIA and RIF financing that the
MBTA must pay back over time.
17 This total represents Massachusetts apportionments listed by the Federal Transit Administration in its
“Fiscal 2016 Apportionment Tables.” When grants for service in urbanized areas that extend across state
lines are not listed as subdivided into state portions, the amounts here are counted wholly as for
Massachusetts when the central city is located in Massachusetts. The total does not include the $100
million in federal Fiscal Year 2015 appropriation in Table 16 that remained unobligated because the
MBTA paused the project to renegotiate cost and scope.
1

MASSACHUSETTS BUDGET AND POLICY CENTER • WWW.MASSBUDGET.ORG

5

18 As a Congressional Budget Office report explains, transportation spending is unusual for having a
“split budgetary classification”: “Federal programs obtain the authority to incur financial obligations
(referred to as budget authority) either in permanent law or in annual appropriation acts; the spending to
pay for those obligations is recorded as outlays in the budget. Budget authority and outlays derived from
annual appropriation acts are usually classified as discretionary, and those derived from other laws are
labeled mandatory. Generally, the budget authority and outlays of a federal program are both classified
in the federal budget as either mandatory or discretionary. However, since 1988, for the surface
transportation programs examined in this report, the budget authority has been classified as mandatory
while the outlays have been classified as discretionary.” CBO, The Highway Trust Fund and the Treatment of
Surface Transportation Programs in the Federal Budget, (June 2014).
19 Gas taxes and their accompanying revenues have never fully functioned as a user fee and they cover a
declining portion of the cost of driving. See Who Pays for Roads, How the ‘User Pays’ Myth Gets in the Way of
Solutions to America’s Transportation Problems (Frontier Group, May 2015). In addition to the motor fuels
tax, the Highway Trust Fund receives a much smaller amount of revenue from excise taxes on the sale of
trucks, trailers, and truck tires. The Congressional Budget Office estimated in 2011 that 80 percent of
Highway Trust Fund allocations are by formula.
20 The current federal transportation act is the Fixing America’s Surface Transportation Act (FAST ACT).
Congress seeks to create multi-year federal transportation funding acts to enable states to plan long-term
construction projects based on reliable funding. Many states, including Massachusetts, finance some
transportation construction projects through selling bonds to private investors who are repaid through
anticipated federal transportation grant proceeds.
21 Congressional Budget Office, The Highway Trust Fund and the Treatment of Surface Transportation
Programs in the Federal Budget, (June 2014), p. 12.
22 Economic Policy Institute, “No Free Bridge,” March 21, 2017, p. 4.
23 Congressional Budget Office, “The Highway Trust Fund and Treatment of Surface Transportation
Programs in the Federal Budget,” (June 2014). The report explains how surface transportation programs
have a split budgetary classification because the budgetary authority has been classified as mandatory
while the outlays have been classified as discretionary.
24 U.S. Department of Transportation, “Fixing America’s Surface Transportation Act.”
25 The U.S. House of Representatives, starting with the 112th Congress, began treating General Fund
infusions into the Highway Trust Fund as subject to the same budgetary spending caps as other
programs. See Congressional Budget Office, “The Highway Trust Fund and Treatment of Surface
Transportation Programs in the Federal Budget,” (June 2014), p. 16.
26 White House, “America First: A Budget Blueprint to Make America Great Again,” March 16, 2017, p.
50.
27 Since the TIGER program began granting awards in 2009 through 2006, Massachusetts entities
submitted 126 applications for over $2.2 billion in project grants. With limited funds and competition
from projects in the other 49 states, Massachusetts received seven awards, totaling $154.4 million. These
awards were: $20 million in 2009 to the City of Revere for transit facilities and streetscape; $20 million in
2009 for Fast Track New Bedford; $55.5 million for the Fitchburg Commuter Rail Extension and
Wachusett Station; $10 million to the MBTA in 2011 for Merrimack River Bridge Rehabilitation;
$15,523,700 to the City of Boston for Connect Historic Boston; $20 million in 2014 to the MBTA for
Ruggles station modernization; and $13,389,750 in 2015 for Lowell Canal Bridges. See TIGER awards at
https://www.transportation.gov/tiger .
28 White House, “America First: A Budget Blueprint to Make America Great Again,” March 16, 2017, p.
50. The President’s budget would eliminate new federal capital investment by the Federal Transit
Administration’s New Starts program, the largest grant program for transit expansion. Funding for the
MBTA’s Green Line extension under this program appears to be moving forward because the MBTA
already has signed a “full funding grant agreement” with the FTA and Congress, and the FTA has
authorized the scaled-down plan. Likewise, the MBTA’s $20 million TIGER grant the MBTA secured in

MASSACHUSETTS BUDGET AND POLICY CENTER • WWW.MASSBUDGET.ORG

6

2014 to modernize Ruggles station is reportedly also not threatened because the state is already drawing
from the grant. See “Would Trump’s budget blueprint kill the Green Line extension?” The Boston Globe,
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